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now become eligible for the position of Patriarch. The head
of the Coptic Church must be over fifty, must never have
been married, and must abstain from meat and fish. He
ordains the bishops, of whom there are seventeen, and
consecrates the holy chrism, or sacred oil. The bishops are
celibate, but the priests, who are drawn from the artisan class
and are often uneducated, must be married before their
ordination. The language of ancient Egypt, which is the
liturgical language, is now dead, and few of the priests
understand it. About thirty per cent, of the Coptic
vocabulary consists of Greek words which crept into the
Egyptian language at the time when the native Christians
embalmed it, so to speak, in their liturgy fourteen centuries
ago There are two reasons why this ancient language died.
After the Arabs had conquered Egypt, Arabic became the
spoken language of the country; also, the Church Coptic
was the Alexandrian dialect, the Boheiric, which was not
spoken by the country at large. Upper Egypt spoke the
Sahidic, which differs from the official Church Coptic about
as much as Cockney English differs from broad Glasgow.
Therefore the last vestige of the old language of the Pharaohs
died gradually as a spoken tongue, and it is difficult to say
how much of the Boheiric Coptic spoken nowadays in the
churches would be understood by a Fifth Century Egyptian
of Alexandria.

It is strange that so little has been written in English about
the Copts and their religious observances. Separated from
the rest of Christendom for fourteen centuries, and hidden
away in their own misfortunes since the Arab Conquest, their
one object has been to preserve and hand down intact their
ancient religious life and customs. This causes them to be
archaeologically the most interesting of all the Eastern
churches. They observe to this day customs once common
to the Universal Church, which now have died out everywhere
except in Egypt. In many of these customs can be heard the
beautiful voice of Primitive Christianity. If it should be said
that these Christians are ignorant, and that some of them
have no very clear or elevated idea of the faith they profess,
we should remember that they can boast as many martyrs as
any community of their size in history.